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This article develops and tests a conceptual model examining the effects of retailer’s use of two 
community engagement strategies, partnership and philanthropy. A survey, featuring one of four 
randomly assigned promotional messages, was created and distributed to customers of a retailer 
that were also members of a women’s social organization. Analysis on the sample of 440 
respondents indicates that engagement strategies cause different reactions. Specifically, 
partnership strengthens consumer identification with the retailer, while philanthropy strengthens 
feelings of purchase satisfaction. Moderation tests imply that using both strategies together can 
encourage consumers to behave more relationally, yielding additional returns for a retailer. 
 




Retailers increasingly view community engagement (or involvement) as a strategic priority, and 
evaluating approaches to maximize the value of their efforts both economically and socially are 
on the rise (Arnold, Kozinets, and Handelman 2001; Mohammed et al. 2002; Wilson 2005). 
Community engagement strategy is described by Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans 
(2010, p. 297) as “the subset of a firm’s corporate social responsibilities (CSR) activities that are 
directed toward individual citizens and community groups.” For example, Walmart has 
established a local community contribution program and consistently offers financial and 
functional support to local community organizations (Wilson 2005). Community engagement 
programs have the potential to enhance a retailer’s brand image (Curras-Perez, Bigne-Alcaniz, 
and Alvarado-Herrera 2009; Samli, Kelly, and Hunt 1998) and sales revenue (Sen and 
Bhattacharya 2001). 
 
Practitioner-focused work suggests that the key to business success in relation to incorporating 
community engagement into a business strategy is to develop ties with groups that have logical 
connections to an organization, and then to take strategic actions involving the group that will 
ultimately have positive outcomes for not only the targeted group, but for the organization as 
well (Porter and Kramer 2006). For example, Subaru is active in its support of animal welfare 
organizations, such as the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), 
contributing both money and employee hours to support the animal welfare group 
(www.aspca.org—Subaru’s “Love a Pet” campaign). The ASPCA aids in developing 
partnerships between local Subaru retailers and local animal welfare agencies in order to 
promote pet adoption. Such actions certainly benefit the recipient organization, but the goodwill 
generated by Subaru actions also potentially translates into stronger bonds between Subaru and 
its target consumers. Nearly seven of ten Subaru owners also have pets, and a Subaru purchaser 
is 1.3 times more likely to have a pet than the purchaser of a competitor’s automobile 
(www.aspca.org). Not surprisingly, Subaru ownership and ASPCA membership are not an 
infrequent combination (www.aspca.org). As a result, the logical relationship Subaru and its 
local retailers have built with the ASPCA also works toward solidifying the company’s positive 
reputation among both the ASPCA’s target audience and Subaru’s own target audience, thereby 
benefitting all parties involved. 
 
As much as community engagement programs have become commonplace among businesses, 
academic research has not kept pace with such strategic actions. Much is still to be learned in 
relation to how a retailer can utilize community engagement to develop mutually beneficial 
strategies (i.e., benefitting both the community and the retailer—Porter and Kramer 2006). While 
the concept of community generally leads one to envision a group of people residing in the same 
geographic location, improvements in travel and communication technologies have made it such 
that consumers often build stronger community ties with people in distant places than those in 
close proximity to themselves (Wellman 2005). In fact, Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and 
Herremans (2010) find that modern day communities can be characterized by geography, 
interaction, or identity. In an attempt to address this issue, the present research focuses upon 
retail community engagement strategies aimed at consumer groups characterized by their shared 
identification with a nonprofit organization. As such, the potential benefits of a marketer 
partnering or taking philanthropic actions toward a community group of this kind can be better 
understood. 
 
Specifically, our paper investigates the effects of distinct community engagement strategies, 
specifically partnership and philanthropy, on consumer reactions and responses (i.e., purchase 
satisfaction, retailer identification, brand trust, and behavioral intentions) in a retail context. 
Partnerships represent collaborative efforts with community organizations, while philanthropy 
represents cash or in-kind donations to community organizations (Seitanidi and Ryan 2007). 
Retailers enacting these strategies are essentially attempting to leverage customers’ established 
identification with a community (e.g., Cornwell and Coote 2005). As a result, a retailer’s 
philanthropic and/or partnering efforts geared toward a community-centered organization may 
enhance community responses to the retailer, without the necessity of a pre-existing level of high 
involvement with the retailer. Our study involves membership groups (i.e., organizations with 
formal requirements for gaining membership, and where membership records are maintained). 
High levels of identification have been shown to develop among members of such groups 
(Bhattacharya, Rao, and Glynn 1995; Gruen, Summers, and Acito 2000; Mael and 
Ashforth 1992). 
 
To test our conceptual framework, we partnered with a retailer that was in the process of 
implementing partnership and philanthropy strategies as part of its community engagement 
program. Information provided to study participants regarding these strategies accurately 
represents the manner in which the two engagement strategies were being implemented by the 
retailer. The unique contributions characterizing our work are that the study (1) examines two 
conceptually distinct retail community engagement strategies simultaneously, (2) is in a retail 
context where the target community is defined by identity rather than geography, (3) uses 
respondents that have past purchase history with the retailer, and (4) is conducted while 
demonstrating a novel application of the well-known stimulus-organism-response model 
(Bagozzi 1983; Belk 1975). The next section provides an overview of research pertaining to 
community engagement strategy and discusses the study contributions in more detail. 
Afterwards, we present the conceptual framework and hypotheses, followed by the method 
section that describes the sample selection, measures, analyses, and results. Finally, we conclude 
with a discussion of the study’s theoretical contributions, managerial implications, limitations, 
and future research directions. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND STUDY CONTRIBUTIONS 
 
Much of the work pertaining to retailer implementation of community engagement strategies was 
conducted by Arnold and colleagues in the mid to late 90s (Arnold, Handelman, and Tigert 1996; 
Arnold, Kozinets, Handelman 2001; Handelman and Arnold 1999), although certainly others 
have contributed greatly to the more general stream of community literature (e.g., Algesheimer, 
Dholakia, and Herrmann 2005; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001; Schouten and McAlexander 1995; 
Schouten, McAlexander, and Koenig 2007; Uzzi 1996). This line of research generally supports 
the notion that a retailer’s community engagement is a key determinant of its continued success, 
because these actions reveal that the retailer endorses and advocates the norms of the 
community. This makes the organization a legitimate citizen in the eyes of stakeholders, 
positively influencing outcomes such as store choice and support for the retailer (Handelman and 
Arnold 1999). For example, the community engagement strategy of Walmart is touted as an 
important factor in the explosive growth of the retailer in the United States (Arnold, Kozinets, 
and Handelman 2001). Despite the continued prevalence of retailer community engagement 
practices in the marketplace, research in marketing has tended toward CSR strategy implications 
and initiatives rather than more targeted community engagement efforts (e.g., Peloza and 
Shang 2011). Notably, Arnold et al. (2013) associate a retailer’s efforts toward a community 
with customer loyalty and willingness to pay more. To our knowledge, research in marketing has 
not considered the influence of differing types of community engagement strategies on customer 
response. 
 
Research in the ethics and nonprofit literatures suggests there are meaningful differences across 
community engagement strategies from the perspective of the firm. The various forms of 
engagement have commonly been grouped into one of three categories based on how deeply the 
firm is involved with the community and the quality of its interactions with the community 
(Austin 2000; Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans 2010; Seitanidi and Ryan 2007). 
Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans (2010) refer to these three categories as: (1) 
transactional engagement— the lowest level of firm involvement characterized by donations of 
money, products, or employee time; (2) transitional engagement—a moderate level of firm 
involvement characterized by monetary donations tied to market transactions; and 3) 
transformational engagement— the highest level of firm involvement characterized by joint 
decision making between the firm and community. Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans 
(2010) note that little empirical evidence exists regarding when each type of engagement is more 
appropriate. However, there is conceptual support that the transactional and transitional forms of 
engagement improve perceptions of firm legitimacy, consistent with the aforementioned research 
in marketing. The two strategies involved in the present study are representative of the lowest 
and highest forms of engagement, with philanthropy representing transactional engagement and 
partnership representing transformational engagement. Thus, each offers a viable route for 
engagement strategy enactment for a retailer (i.e., each is a logical and acceptable engagement 
choice for a retailer). 
 
Philanthropy involves a commitment of resources from the company only, entailing charitable 
donations in the form of cash and/or in-kind support (e.g., Belk donating cash and matching 
donations from breast cancer events held at their stores). With this transactional level of 
engagement, the retailer largely retains control over the process (Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, 
and Herremans 2010). Further, the transfer of funds and/or resources is one-way, with the 
philanthropic firm acting as the provider, and the target organization as the recipient. Similarly, 
communication is occasional and generally moves in one direction, from the retailer to the target 
community. Although both the retailer and the community organization can benefit from 
philanthropy, the retailer’s motives are often viewed as somewhat altruistic since returns are not 
directly accrued (Seitanidi and Ryan 2007). The philanthropy of small retailers particularly 
reflects altruistic motivations (Lähdesmäki and Takala 2012). When outcomes for the retailer are 
not directly tied to outcomes for the community, CSR investments will have little influence on 
the firm’s competitive position (Porter and Kramer 2006), implying a potentially less 
“strategically optimal” engagement method, from the perspective of the giving organization. 
 
A partnership, on the other hand, involves a commitment of resources from both the company 
and a community organization (Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans 2010). For 
example, Whole Foods, through its Whole Planet Foundation, partners with their suppliers, 
microfinance organizations, musicians, and others to help alleviate poverty in global 
communities for women entrepreneurs from whom they source products. With this 
transformational level of engagement, the resource commitment is usually not just monetary, but 
also involves time and effort. Individuals from the retailer and the community cooperate in a 
partnership to solve shared problems and accomplish strategic goals, inherently promoting a 
mutually beneficial relationship. Interactions are much more relational in nature, and the two 
parties are interdependent. Communication is frequent and moves from both retailer-to-
community and community-to-retailer as they learn from one another. Given the heightened 
level of commitment over philanthropic efforts, most retailers would only be able to have a few 
community partnership engagements. These partnerships often take the form of cobranding 
alliances with the community organization (Drumwright and Murphy 2001). 
 
By investigating both transactional and transformational community engagement strategies, this 
research makes several contributions to the existing literature. First, we contribute insights on 
customer reactions and responses to a retailer’s implementation of two conceptually distinct 
community engagement strategies. While a great deal of research has focused on the benefits of 
implementing a particular type of engagement strategy, especially philanthropy, much less 
research has considered the implementation of multiple strategies (Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, 
and Herremans 2010; Peloza and Shang 2011). Second, our study contributes a new perspective 
to the marketing literature on community engagement by testing these influences in a 
nontraditional retail context where the target community is not defined by geography 
(Handelman and Arnold 1999; Hozier and Stem 1985). Instead, the community in this study is 
defined by identification with a membership group. Third, though much of the work regarding 
community engagement and CSR initiatives has been conducted in lab settings, our study brings 
a real-word perspective. The influences of engagement strategies are examined using a sample of 
actual customers who previously purchased products from the retailer. Finally, the study 
contributes to theory by applying a stimulus-organism-response framework to investigate a 
specific set of consumer reactions and responses to a retailer’s community engagement 
strategies. The following section discusses this framework in greater detail. 
 




The conceptual framework of the study is based on the stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R) 
model of customer behavior (Bagozzi 1983; Belk 1975). The stimulus (S) is an external factor 
that functions as a determinant of consumer choice. This external factor could be a largely 
uncontrollable aspect of the environment or a managerially determined aspect of firm marketing 
strategy. The organism (O) refers to internal cognitive and affective reactions. The cognitive 
reaction may precede the affective reaction, the affective reaction may precede the cognitive 
reaction, or these reactions may occur simultaneously in a parallel model (Bagozzi 1983). After 
these cognitive and affective reactions, consumers develop some level of preference for the 
brand under evaluation, which serves as a bridge from cognitive and affective reactions to more 
behaviorally oriented responses (R). Responses involve actual behaviors or intentions to act. 
Common practice categorizes behaviors relating to environmental stimuli as either approach or 
avoidance (Donovan and Rossiter 1982). 
 
The S-O-R model has been most commonly applied in retailing research to develop 
understanding of how physical and online store atmospheres ultimately influence shopping 
behaviors (Donovan and Rossiter 1982; Eroglu, Machleit, Davis 2001; Turley and 
Milliman 2000). However, recent research also conceptualizes firm CSR initiatives as stimuli in 
this framework (Lii and Lee 2012). Similarly, the conceptual framework presented in Figure 
1 models the consumer engagement strategies of partnership and philanthropy as distinct stimuli 
that may have differing effects on the consumer. These stimuli are expected to influence internal 
cognitive and affective reactions (i.e., the organism) that occur parallel to one another. Bagozzi 
(1983) suggests that the parallel response model is appropriate in situations where prior learning 
has occurred, as is the case when customers have prior purchase experience with a retailer. In our 
model, satisfaction represents a more affective reaction, whereas identification represents a more 
cognitive reaction. Brand trust represents the transition state between these reactions and the 




Figure 1. Conceptual Model 
 
Direct Influences of Partnership and Philanthropy 
 
Consumers having prior experience with a retailer also have preexisting affective and cognitive 
reactions toward the retailer. When these consumers are exposed to some new stimulus, such as a 
community engagement strategy, one effect of the new stimulus is to update or revise these 
existing affective and cognitive states (Bagozzi, 1983). In this section, we explore how each of 
the partnership and philanthropy strategies can cause consumers to revise their existing affective 
(e.g., satisfaction) and cognitive (i.e., identification) reactions toward the retailer. 
 
Though CSR initiatives have generally been associated with customer satisfaction (Luo and 
Bhattacharya 2006; Martínez and Bosque 2013), the influence of differing community 
engagement strategies on satisfaction has not, to our knowledge, been investigated. Purchase 
satisfaction reflects a consumer’s affective response to the outcomes of past purchases from a 
retailer (Ganesan 1994; Russell-Bennett, McColl-Kennedy, and Coote 2007). This response is 
generally based on the perceived value of the products and/or service received from the retailer 
(Woodruff 1997). When a retailer engages with a consumer’s community, it should generally 
represent an additional source of value for the purchasing consumer, thereby enhancing the 
consumer’s purchase satisfaction (Peloza and Shang 2011). Relatedly, Sen and Bhattycharya 
(2001) demonstrate that customer evaluations of a giving company are enhanced when 
engagement efforts are directed toward the domains that are meaningful to them. 
 
Conceptual differences between philanthropy and partnership suggest that the process of value 
creation resulting in satisfaction may differ across these two strategies for consumers who 
identify with the targeted community. Philanthropic support, as a one-way transfer from the 
retailer to the community, should have a solely positive influence on purchase satisfaction, if 
there is an influence at all. The consumer’s community does not stand to lose anything when 
receiving philanthropic support, so the value of the firm’s offering to the consumer should only 
increase in a positive direction. Purchases from the retailer can also represent support for the 
community to other members (Peloza and Shang 2011). 
 
With a partnership, which involves a two-way exchange between the retailer and the community, 
the community must also make tangible investments into the relationship. Since both parties 
collectively share some interests and their goals converge, both entities ideally benefit from these 
arrangements (Van Slyka 2006). However, some customers may perceive the partnership to 
favor primarily the retailer, which could diminish the otherwise positive influence of this strategy 
on customer value and satisfaction. Despite these considerations, the net effect of both 
philanthropic support and partnership information is expected to be positive, consistent with 
prior community engagement research (Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans 2010):  
 
Hypothesis 1: A retailer’s philanthropic support of a community organization will have a 
positive influence on consumers’ purchase satisfaction. 
 
Hypothesis 2: A retailer’s partnership with a community organization will have a positive 
influence on consumers’ purchase satisfaction. 
 
Retailer identification reflects the degree of overlap consumers perceive between themselves and 
the identity of the retailer (Sen et al. 2006). The concept of identification is based on the social 
identity theory premise that an individuals’ self-concept is based on both a personal identity and 
a social identity (Ashforth and Mael 1989; Tajfel and Turner 1986).Through cognitive self-
categorization processes underlying identification, individuals satisfy self-definitional needs by 
classifying themselves into groups (Bergami and Bagozzi 2000; Bhattacharya and Sen 2003). 
Groups targeted for identification could be based on social categories such as ethnicity or 
occupation, but organizations such as membership groups and companies can also offer 
attractive social identities to individuals (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003; Bhattacharya, Rao, and 
Glynn 1995). Identification is higher, logically, when individuals perceive themselves to be more 
similar to a focal organization (Mael and Ashforth 1995; Pratt 1998). If a retailer can take 
engagement actions that enhance its perceived similarity to an organization the consumer already 
identifies with, the consumer may feel compelled to transfer his/her feelings about the 
organization, at least partially, to the retailer (i.e., achieving a “balanced” cognitive 
perspective—Heider 1958). Prior research confirms that one of the key outcomes of CSR 
initiatives is that customers exhibit a higher level of identification with the company (Sen, 
Bhattacharya, and Korschun 2006), especially when the company’s efforts are tied to causes the 
consumer also identifies with (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). 
 
Partnerships, where a retailer and community form committed relationships, should clearly raise 
the level of perceived similarity between the retailer and community. When a retailer partners 
with a community organization to work toward a common goal, the inherently interdependent 
nature of this form of engagement generally requires the creation and/or nurturing of shared 
values between the two entities (Porter and Kramer 2006). Values constitute a major aspect of an 
organization’s identity (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003), so when two organizations share values, 
they are more likely to be viewed as similar. 
 
Philanthropy, while providing indication of common concern, does not necessarily involve any 
long-term commitment on behalf of the retailer (i.e., it is likely to be transactional in nature). 
Further, the retailer has greater ability to support a variety of organizations in this manner. Thus, 
even if the retailer’s philanthropic support is perceived to be genuine, the limited commitment of 
this form may not convey similarity in values in the same manner as a partnership would. Still, 
consistent with prior research, both strategies should lead to higher levels of retailer 
identification in practice.  
 
Hypothesis 3: A retailer’s philanthropic support of a community organization will have a 
positive influence on consumers’ retailer identification. 
 
Hypothesis 4: A retailer’s partnership with a community organization will have a positive 
influence on consumers’ retailer identification. 
 
Indirect Influences of Partnership and Philanthropy 
 
According to the S-O-R model, after consumer affective and cognitive reactions are revised by a 
stimulus, these reactions then influence consumer preference for a particular brand and, 
ultimately, intentions and behaviors toward that brand. Brand trust is described as the 
willingness of consumers to rely on a particular retail brand (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001). 
Trust is formed through a calculative process that results in consumers forming an inference 
regarding the future behavior of the retailer (Doney and Cannon 1997). Brand trust assessments 
thereby act as a bridge between affective and cognitive reactions, as this “willingness” acts as a 
precursor to intentions. Behavioral intentions favorable to a retailer include speaking highly of 
the firm, showing preference for the firm in purchase situations, and paying a price premium for 
the firm’s products (Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman 1996). Research applying the S-O-R 
framework also finds that cognitive and affective reactions act directly on response variables (Lii 
and Lee 2012). In this section, we examine how partnership and philanthropy (stimuli) ultimately 
influence brand trust and behavioral intentions (response) through purchase satisfaction and 
retailer identification (organism). 
 
Organism → Response Effects 
 
When consumers have a higher level of satisfaction with purchase experiences, they become 
more confident in the abilities of the firm providing the products or services, thereby increasing 
their willingness to rely on the firm (Singh and Sirdeshmukh 2000). Trust is especially likely to 
be influenced by purchase satisfaction, since purchase satisfaction is based on the consumer’s 
direct experience with the brand (Delgado-Ballester and Munera-Aleman 2000). Recent research 
finds that satisfying purchase experiences can increase consumer trust in both manufacturer 
brands (He, Yan, and Harris 2012), and retail brands (Luk and Yip 2008). Prior research also 
suggests that behavioral intentions toward retailers are directly influenced by satisfaction 
(Cronin, Brady, and Hult 2000; Van Birgelen, de Jong, and de Ruyter 2006). Thus, we present 
the following replication hypotheses:  
 
Hypothesis 5: Purchase satisfaction will positively influence brand trust. 
 
Hypothesis 6: Purchase satisfaction will positively influence behavioral intentions. 
 
Higher levels of identification suggest that the characters of two entities are congruent with one 
another and that the two share some common values (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). Research 
suggests that perceptions of similarity and shared values have a positive influence on the trust in 
buyer/seller relationships (Lichtenthal and Tellefsen 2001; Morgan and Hunt 1994). Higher 
levels of retailer identification also lead consumers to categorize the retailer as an “in-group” 
rather than an “out-group” member. This categorization leads consumers to behave in a biased 
manner that is favorable for the retailer (Tajfel and Turner 1986).  
 
Hypothesis 7: Retailer identification will positively influence brand trust. 
 




Despite potential accusations of self-serving motivations associated with some philanthropic 
endeavors, engagement efforts, whether partnering or philanthropic, have generally been found 
to have a positive influence on consumer trust (Swaen and Chumpitaz 2008). Swaen and 
Chumpitaz (2008) describe two aspects of an engagement strategy that may facilitate trust in a 
retail brand. First, engagement efforts send signals to consumers that a company does have the 
consumer’s best interest at heart. Second, a marketer’s positive efforts toward a given 
organization reveal values that both the retailer and the consumer (as a member of a group) may 
share. 
 
The concept of mutual support similarly implies that engagement efforts should also have a 
generally positive influence on consumer behavioral intentions. Mutual support is the creation of 
alliances that are valued by members of a community (Aram 1989). Members of a community 
will give support to, and create alliances with, others who support valued causes of group 
members (Warren 1978). In accord with both sociological and stewardship theories, the actions 
taken by one group on behalf of another create feelings of goodwill within the members of both 
the giving and receiving groups (Davis, Donaldson, and Schoorman 1997; McMillan 1996; 
Warren 1978). In a retail context, mutual support rests upon the assumption that community 
members will want to reciprocate to a retailer who has invested in the community (Miller and 
Besser 2000). 
 
Although engagement efforts are generally expected to influence brand trust and behavioral 
intentions positively, the S-O-R framework suggests that these relationships will be mediated 
rather than direct. Two factors of the present context lend support to this theory. First, prior 
studies involving retail engagement strategies do not commonly involve customers with past 
purchase history and, thus, are unable to account for purchase satisfaction. Satisfaction has been 
identified as the primary determinant of trust in retail settings (Zboja 2006), and has previously 
been shown to mediate CSR market outcomes fully (Luo and Bhattacharya 2006). Second, when 
consumers strongly support the organization being assisted by the company, retailer 
identification is more likely to mediate the influence of CSR initiatives (Sen and 
Bhattacharya 2001). Given these considerations, and in accordance with the study framework, 
we suggest the following:  
 
Hypothesis 9a: A retailer’s philanthropic support of a community organization will have 
a fully mediated influence on consumers’ brand trust. 
 
Hypothesis 9b: A retailer’s partnership with a community organization will have a fully 
mediated influence on consumers’ brand trust. 
 
Hypothesis 10a: A retailer’s philanthropic support of a community organization will have 
a fully mediated influence on consumers’ behavioral intentions. 
 
Hypothesis 10b: A retailer’s partnership with a community organization will have a fully 




In addition to investigating the effects of community engagement strategies from the perspective 
of an SOR framework, this study also considers how these strategies can affect the relational 
nature of exchange between customers and the retailer. Trust is one of the constructs most 
closely associated with relational exchange (Morgan and Hunt 1994), and brand trust has a 
demonstrated influence on behavioral intentions (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001). Brand trust 
increases the value of the exchange relationship to consumers, and they behave in a manner 
consistent with this increased valuation (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001). Before further 
considering how community engagement strategies can influence the nature of exchange 
between retailer and consumer, we formally propose:  
 
Hypotheses 11: Brand trust will positively influence behavioral intentions. 
 
A desired outcome of community engagement strategies is that the retailer be perceived as a 
member of the community. Through philanthropy and partnership strategies, the retailer is often 
attempting to convey to the community and consumers that the company is “one of them.” Due 
to the differing nature of these strategies, the message is conveyed to the consumer in distinct 
ways. Philanthropy signals that the retailer has altruistic motives toward the community 
(Seitanidi and Ryan 2007), while partnership signifies a deep level of engagement with the 
community organization (Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans 2010). 
 
Still, in either context, relationship marketing theory implies that if consumers buy into these 
engagement messages, beyond the outcomes previously described, consumer exchange 
relationships with the retailer should take on greater relevancy and become more relational 
(Laverie and Arnett 2000; Arnett, German, and Hunt 2003). Research suggests that when an 
exchange situation is especially relevant and meaningful to consumers, they will be motivated to 
expend the cognitive effort to consider brand attitudes when determining their behavioral 
intentions (Suh and Yi 2006). On the other hand, when an exchange situation is of little 
relevance to consumers, they will be more likely to rely on more easily accessed satisfaction 
judgments when determining behavioral intentions (Suh and Yi 2006). Further, it has been 
demonstrated that trust determines the future behavioral intentions of highly relational 
consumers, while satisfaction is a greater determinant of behavioral intentions for low relational 
consumers (Garbarino and Johnson 1999). Successful community engagement strategies should 
have the effect of altering the nature of the retailer-consumer exchange relationship such that  
 
Hypothesis 12a: Community engagement efforts (i.e., partnership and philanthropy) will 
moderate the positive influence of brand trust on behavioral intentions. The influence of 
brand trust on behavioral intentions will be stronger when consumers are made aware that 
the retailer engages with the community. 
 
Hypothesis 12b: Community engagement efforts (i.e., partnership and philanthropy) will 
moderate the positive influence of purchase satisfaction on behavioral intentions. The 
influence of purchase satisfaction on behavioral intentions will be weaker when 






A web-based instrument hosted on the Qualtrics server was used to gather data from a sample of 
consumers drawn from the consumer database of a privately owned retailer in the midwestern 
United States. At the time of the study, the retailer had been operating for three years and was 
generating approximately $1 million in sales revenue. The retailer specializes in the sale of 
clothing and general merchandise (e.g., coffee mugs, pens, and memorabilia) emblazoned with 
the logos or identifying marks of social organizations and sports teams. The retailer sells 
merchandise directly to end consumers both online and offline (e.g., on-site at national 
organization meetings). All merchandise sold by the retailer also features its own private label. 
Although the retailer sells merchandise representing several different groups, it had recently 
established a deep relationship with the leadership team of one particular women’s social 
organization. At the time of the study, the retailer was preparing to announce a strategic 
partnership with the organization to develop an exclusive line of clothing for its members. It had 
also recently begun making financial contributions to a foundation established by the 
organization to provide scholarships for members that were pursuing an undergraduate or 
graduate degree, but had not made its contributions public. Therefore, this retailer provided an 
ideal platform for us to test the conceptual model. 
 
With permission from both the retailer and the social organization, we sent invitation messages, 
including a link to the survey instrument, to members of the organization who had previously 
made purchases from the retailer. To encourage responses, we provided all participants with the 
opportunity to enter a raffle upon completion of the survey for the chance to win free 
merchandise. One week after the initial mailing, reminder messages were sent, and after two 
additional weeks, the survey was closed. Initially, an invitation message was sent to 4,289 valid 
e-mail addresses. A total of 564 responses were received, although 124 were eliminated due to 
incomplete data. Thus, a final sample of 440 responses was used in our analyses, an effective 
response rate of approximately 10.3 percent. All respondents were female and had at least some 
college experience. Sample demographic characteristics are provided in Table 1. Nonresponse 
bias was tested by comparing the first 25 percent of respondents (all completed the survey on the 
first day), to the last 25 percent of respondents (all completed the survey after the reminder 
message), as late respondents tend to be similar to nonrespondents (Armstrong and 
Overton 1977). There were no significant differences between these two groups of respondents 
in terms of Levene’s statistic for homogeneity of variance and the scale means of the constructs 
included in our framework. 
 
Table 1. Sample Demographic Characteristics 
Age Income Education 
Category Percentage Category Percentage Category Percentage 
18–34 10.7 Under $40,000 5.6 Some College 0.7 
35–44 26.9 $40,000– $80,000 37.4 Undergraduate Degree 15.4 
45–54 28.5 $80,000– $120,000 28.0 Some Post- Graduate 11.3 




Existing scales were used to measure all constructs of interest, subject to modifications to fit the 
study context. Brand trust was measured by adapting items from Chaudhuri and Holbrook 
(2001). Community identification was measured by adapting six items from Mael and Ashforth 
(1992). Items to measure behavioral intentions were based on Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman 
(1996). All of these measures used a seven-point scale with 1 = strongly agree and 7 = strongly 
disagree. Purchase satisfaction was measured by implementing a seven-point, four-item, 
semantic differential scale from Ganesan (1994), preceded by the statement, “Think about the 
purchases that you have made from [company]. Describe your overall feeling with respect to 
these purchases.” Retailer identification was measured with one text item and one graphic item 
based on Bergami and Bagozzi (2000). The graphic item involved eight visuals for the 
respondents to choose from with descriptions ranging from “far apart” to “complete overlap.” 
The text item was anchored from 1 = not at all to 7 = very much. The differing types of scales 
utilized in this study help to control for common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and 
Podsakoff 2012). 
 
Survey participants were randomly presented with one of four promotional messages (see the 
Appendix for details of each message) about the retailer prior to answering questions about their 
purchase satisfaction, brand trust, retail identification, and behavioral intention. These messages 
represented the retailer’s stated positioning at the time of the study and accurately reflected their 
specific philanthropic support for and partnering activities with the customer’s social 
organization. Participants were required to check a box after reading the promotional message to 
ensure that this information was considered before proceeding with the rest of the survey. The 
first message contained no information about the retailer’s partnership with or philanthropic 
support of the respondent’s organization (n = 99), the second message contained information 
about the retailer’s partnership efforts with the respondent’s community organization (n = 122), 
the third message contained information about the retailer’s philanthropic support of the 
respondent’s community organization in the form of a one-time donation to its educational 
foundation (n = 119), and the fourth message contained information about both the retailer’s 
partnership with and philanthropy toward the respondent’s organization (n = 100). 
 
Table 2. Construct and Measurement Item Analysis 
Latent Variable Item description Loading Mean S.D. 
Retailer Brand 
Trust 
I trust [Retailer]. .89 5.18 1.22 
AVE = .87 I can rely on [Retailer]. .90 5.15 1.25 
α = .97 [Retailer] is an honest brand. .98 5.33 1.21 
[Retailer] is a safe brand. .97 5.35 1.22 
Retailer 
Identification 
Please indicate which case best describes the level of overlap between your 
own identity and the identity of [retailer] 1 
.86 3.42 2.06 
AVE = N/A 
r = .68 
To what degree does your self-image overlap with the image of [retailer]? .79 3.58 1.96 
Purchase 
Satisfaction 
Displeased: Pleased .93 5.97 1.29 
AVE = .91 Very Unhappy: Very Happy .96 5.79 1.24 
α = .98 Discontent: Content .96 5.85 1.26 
Very Dissatisfied: Very Satisfied .97 5.78 1.27 
Behavioral 
Intentions 
I will recommend [Retailer] to other members of my [Organization]. .96 5.49 1.39 
AVE = .72 I will consider [Retailer] in the future when I want to purchase a 
[Organization] product. 
.94 5.60 1.33 
α = .89 I would pay a higher price for merchandise from [Retailer]. .65 4.15 1.71 
I would provide a positive testimonial for [Retailer], if asked. .80 5.01 1.58 
Community 
Identification 
When someone criticizes [Organization], it feels like a personal insult. .68 5.67 1.45 
AVE = .58 I am very interested in what others think about [Organization]. .67 5.65 1.41 
α = .87 When I talk about [Organization], I usually say “we” rather than “they.” .74 6.40 1.08 
[Organization’s] successes are my successes. .85 6.05 1.27 
When someone praises [Organization], it feels like a personal compliment. .89 6.09 1.21 
If a story in the media criticized [Organization], I would feel embarrassed.2 – 5.60 1.58 
AVE = Average Variance Extracted; α = Cronbach’s alpha; S.D. = Standard Deviation 
Notes. 1Indicates a graphic item. 2Indicates the item was dropped during confirmatory analysis. 
 
Analysis and Results 
 
All responses were included in a confirmatory factor analysis, conducted using the AMOS 22.0 
software, to evaluate the quality of the measurement model. During this confirmatory analysis, 
one of the scale items was removed (noted in Table 2) because it had a factor loading below 
0.50. The fit indices of the final measurement model were good (χ2 = 458.8, DF = 142; IFI = .96; 
CFI = .96; NNFI = .96; RMSEA = .071). All items had standardized loadings above 0.60; the 
inter-item reliability for all scales was acceptable as all constructs had Cronbach alphas above 
0.80; and the average variance extracted (AVE) by each construct was above 0.50. Table 
2 presents an analysis of the constructs and measurement items used in the study. Further, the 
AVE for each construct was greater than the squared correlation between all pairs involving the 
construct, demonstrating discriminant validity. Finally, the Harman one-factor test was utilized 
to test for the presence of a general factor. Because no single factor could account for a majority 
of the covariance between the measures, common method bias was not deemed a significant 
threat to our study (Podsakoff et al. 2003). The correlation matrix and construct descriptive 
statistics are shown in Table 3. 
 
Table 3. Correlation Matrix and Descriptive Statistics  
PS RI BT BI CI Age IN ED 
Purchase satisfaction (PS) 1 
       
Retailer Identification (RI) .36 1 
      
Brand Trust (BT) .61 .49 1 
     
Behavioral Intentions (BI) .69 .50 .68 1 
    
Community Identification (CI) .17 .27 .27 .21 1 
   
Age .03 .27 .10 .10 .17 1 
  
Income (IN) –.07 –.11 –.15 –.05 .04 .14 1 
 
Education (ED) .01 .09 .09 .06 .04 .09 .10 1 
Mean 5.85 3.79 5.25 5.06 5.91 3.94 5.16 3.56 
Standard Deviation 1.27 1.98 1.23 1.51 1.34 1.17 1.90 0.77 
Note: All correlations of magnitude greater than or equal to .10 are significant at p < .05. 
 
Tests of Direct Effects 
 
Two separate ANCOVA models were estimated with purchase satisfaction and retailer 
identification as the respective dependent variables; philanthropy (0 = not mentioned; 1 = 
mentioned), partnership (0 = not mentioned; 1 = mentioned), and their interaction term as the 
independent variables; and community identification as a covariate. In each model, community 
identification was a significant covariate (F > 14.89, p < .001), and the interaction effect of the 
two strategies was nonsignificant (F < 0.14, p > .70). In support of Hypothesis 1, there was a 
significant effect of the philanthropy on purchase satisfaction (M0 = 5.74, M1 = 5.96; F = 
5.68, p < .05). However, the effect of partnership on purchase satisfaction was nonsignificant 
(M0 = 5.81, M1 = 5.89; F = .57, p = .45), failing to support Hypothesis 2. Similarly, the effect of 
philanthropy on retailer identification was nonsignificant (M0 = 3.45, M1 = 3.55; F = 1.72, p = 
.19), failing to support Hypothesis 3. On the other hand, the effect of partnership on retailer 
identification was significant (M0 = 3.29, M1 = 3.71; F = 5.76, p < .05), supporting Hypothesis 4. 
 
Given these results, we conducted a follow-up analysis to see how partnership or philanthropy 
may have affected the perceived similarity or overlap between the retailer and the community 
organization. One additional ANCOVA model was estimated with philanthropy and partnership 
as independent variables and with perceived overlap between the retailer and community 
organization as the outcome. Retailer-community overlap was assessed with items identical to 
those used to measure retailer identification, except that the respondent was asked to compare the 
community organization’s identity and image to the retailer’s instead of comparing her own 
identity or image to the retailer’s. The analysis found the effect of partnership on the perceived 
overlap between the two entities to be significant (M0 = 3.90, M1 = 4.26; F = 5.10, p < .05), and 
the effect of philanthropy on the perceived overlap between the two entities to be nonsignificant 
(M0 = 4.04, M1 = 4.11; F = 1.07, p = .30). This finding supports the notion that partnerships help 
to facilitate perceptions of similarity between the retailer and community in a way that 
philanthropy does not. 
A structural model was estimated to further confirm the hypotheses regarding the influences of 
philanthropy and partnership, and test the hypothesized relationships among the latent variables. 
The structural model (1) captured all relationships in Hypotheses 1 through 8 and Hypothesis 11; 
(2) allowed purchase satisfaction and retailer identification to correlate with one another; (3) 
controlled for the potential influence of partnership and philanthropy on brand trust and 
behavioral intentions; and (4) controlled for the potential influence of community identification 
on all other latent constructs in the model. The model was a good fit to the data (χ2 = 483.97; df 
= 173; CFI = .96; IFI = .97; NNFI = .96; RMSEA = .064). Confirming the ANCOVA results, the 
path between philanthropy and purchase satisfaction was significant (β = .11, t = 2.32, p < .05), 
while the path from partnership to purchase satisfaction was found to be nonsignificant (β = .03, 
t = 0.72, p < .47). Also, the path from philanthropic information to retailer identification was 
nonsignificant (β = .06, t = 1.21, p < .23), while a significant path was found to exist from 
partnership information to retailer identification (β = .12, t = 2.39, p < .05). Thus, the structural 
model results also support Hypotheses 1 and 4, while failing to support Hypotheses 2 and 3. As 
noted in Table 4, all of the hypothesized relationships between latent variables in the model (H5–
H8 and H11) were supported (β ≥ .15, t ≥ 3.54, p < .001). 
 
Table 4. Results of Structural Model Estimation 
Estimated Paths Standardized Coefficient T-value 
H1: Philanthropy Information → Purchase Satisfaction 0.11* 2.32 
H2: Partnership Information → Purchase Satisfaction 0.03 0.72 
H3: Philanthropy Information → Retailer Identification 0.06 1.21 
H4: Partnership Information → Retailer Identification 0.12* 2.39 
H5: Purchase satisfaction → Brand Trust 0.48*** 11.05 
H6: Purchase satisfaction → Behavioral Intentions 0.46*** 11.49 
H7: Retailer Identification → Brand Trust 0.28*** 5.65 
H8: Retailer Identification → Behavioral Intentions 0.15*** 3.54 
H11: Brand Trust → Behavioral Intentions 0.34*** 7.69 
Controlled Paths 
  
Community Identification → Purchase Satisfaction 0.17*** 3.43 
Community Identification → Retailer Identification 0.31*** 5.72 
Community Identification → Brand Trust 0.10*** 2.51 
Community Identification → Behavioral Intentions -0.01 -0.24 
Philanthropy Information → Brand Trust 0.04 0.97 
Philanthropy Information → Behavioral Intentions -0.03 -1.13 
Partnership Information → Brand Trust 0.03 0.75 
Partnership Information → Behavioral Intentions 0.03 1.05 
Squared Multiple Correlations 
  
Brand Trust 0.47 
 
















Notes: *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05 
 
Testing a Competing Model 
 
To confirm the empirical findings, we estimated another structural model identical to the first, 
except that the controlled paths from partnership and philanthropy to brand trust and behavioral 
intentions were constrained to zero, more accurately reflecting the conceptual framework 
in Figure 1. Consistent with the prior model estimation, this model supported all the relevant 
hypotheses, except for H2 and H3, and returned fit indices that were very similar (χ2 = 487.91; df 
= 177; CFI = .96; IFI = .97; NNFI = .95; RMSEA = .063). 
 
This model was then compared to a competing model with purchase satisfaction and retailer 
identification positioned as partial mediators of the relationship between brand trust and 
behavioral intentions. This model allows partnership and philanthropy to affect brand trust 
directly, while constraining the influence of these variables on purchase satisfaction and retailer 
identification to zero. The fit of this competing model was also very similar (χ2 = 491.93; df = 
179; CFI = .96; IFI = .96; NNFI = .95; RMSEA = .063). The path from philanthropy and brand 
trust was significant in this model (β = .11, t = 2.27, p < .05) while the path from partnership to 
brand trust was nonsignificant (β = .08, t = 1.70, p < .09). The Akaike Information Criterion 
(AIC) is commonly used to compare the quality of structural models with lower scores indicating 
the better model, and the model based on the study conceptual framework fared just slightly 
better (637.911 to 637.933). With this rival model faring no better empirically, we moved 
forward with the study’s conceptual framework based on its stronger theoretical support. 
 
Tests of Mediation 
 
To test the hypotheses involving mediation, we conducted a bootstrap test in AMOS. 
Bootstrapping returns bias-corrected confidence intervals to test for the significance of mediated 
effects of interest. A model identical to the one evaluated in the structural analysis was estimated 
using 5,000 bootstrapped samples (Melton and Hartline 2013; Shrout and Bolger 2002). In 
accordance with Hypothesis 9a, there was a significant positive mediated influence of 
philanthropy on brand trust (βupper = .26; βlower = .04; p < .05) and a nonsignificant direct 
influence (βupper = .23; βlower = -.05; p = .33). Also, in accordance with Hypothesis 10a, there was 
a significant positive mediated influence of philanthropy on behavioral intentions (βupper = .41; 
βlower = .08; p < .05) and a nonsignificant direct influence (βupper = .03; βlower = -.24; p = .20). On 
the other hand, Hypotheses 9b and 10b were not supported. The mediated influences of 
partnership on brand trust (βupper = .20; βlower = -.07; p = .17) and behavioral intentions (βupper = 
.23; βlower = -.06; p = .15) were nonsignificant. 
 
Tests of Moderation 
 
SEM multigroup analyses were conducted to test Hypotheses 12a and 12b. The group of 
respondents that received only a generic promotional message with no information about the 
retailer’s partnership or philanthropic support was compared to (1) the group that received 
partnership information only, (2) the group that received philanthropic information only, and (3) 
the group that received both partnership and philanthropy information. Structural models used in 
these tests were identical to the ones used to confirm the baseline model, except that the models 
did not include the direct influences of partnership and philanthropy. In each case, a model that 
imposed an equality constraint on the path from brand trust to behavioral intentions or from 
purchase satisfaction to behavioral intentions was compared to a model that allowed the path to 
vary across groups. A chi-square difference test that indicates that the constrained model is a 
worse fit to the data than the unconstrained model implies that the path differs significantly 
across the two groups of respondents. 
 
Chi-square tests failed to detect significant differences when comparing the group receiving a 
generic message to the partnership group. Constraining the influence of brand trust (∆χ2 = 1.89, 
∆DF = 1, p = .17) or purchase satisfaction (∆χ2 = 0.00, ∆DF = 1, p = .99) on behavioral 
intentions to be equal across the two groups did not lead to a worsening of model fit. Similarly, 
chi-square tests failed to detect significant differences when comparing the group receiving a 
generic message to the philanthropy group. Constraining the influence of brand trust (∆χ2 = 1.03, 
∆DF = 1, p = .31) or purchase satisfaction (∆χ2 = 0.29, ∆DF = 1, p = .86) on behavioral 
intentions to be equal across the two groups did not lead to a worsening of model fit. 
 
However, the findings were much different when comparing the generic group to the group 
receiving both partnership and philanthropic information. Constraining the influence of brand 
trust on behavioral intentions to be equal resulted in a significant worsening of the structural 
model fit (∆χ2 = 3.69, ∆DF = 1, p < .06). The influence of brand trust was greater among 
respondents who were given information about the retailer’s partnership and philanthropy 
(βpresent = .54, t = 5.19, p < .001) than those who were not provided with this information (βabsent = 
.18, t = 1.67, p < .10). Likewise, constraining the influence of purchase satisfaction on behavioral 
intentions to be equal also resulted in a significant worsening of the structural model fit (∆χ2 = 
8.29, ∆DF = 1, p < .01). The influence of purchase satisfaction was weaker among respondents 
who were given information about the retailer’s partnership and philanthropy (βpresent = .18, t = 
2.04, p < .05) than those who were not provided with this information (βabsent = .54, t = 5.31, p < 
.01). The results of this model comparison provide partial support for Hypotheses 12a and 12b. 
 
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
This research proposes and tests a conceptual model of how retail community engagement 
strategies affect consumer purchase satisfaction, retailer identification, brand trust, and 
behavioral intentions. The findings illustrate how these customer reactions and responses are 
affected by retailer’s use of community engagement, as well as some of the distinctiveness 
between the engagement strategies of partnering and philanthropy. Although partnering and 
philanthropy are at opposite ends of the continuum relating to retailer involvement with a 
community, apparently, largely positive outcomes are still associated with either approach. 
Specifically, partnership strengthens consumer identification with the retailer, while philanthropy 
strengthens feelings of purchase satisfaction. Moderation tests further suggest that a combined 





There has been little conceptual advancement or empirical evidence related to the differential 
effects of utilizing distinct engagement strategies. We are among the first to propose and test a 
conceptual model of how distinct community engagement strategies affect consumer reactions 
and responses. Building on the stimulus-organism-response (SOR) framework, we develop a 
model that suggests consumers first react internally to a retailer’s community engagement in 
both an affective and cognitive manner, by respectively adjusting their level of purchase 
satisfaction and retailer identification. These reactions then affect the behavioral intentions of 
customers directly and through their increased preference for the retailer employing the 
engagement strategy (a preference exhibited by higher levels of trust in the retailer’s brand). The 
design of our study allowed us to consider differential influences across the partnership and 
philanthropy engagement strategies. Although we hypothesized that both strategies would 
positively influence internal consumer reactions based on prior CSR research, our results suggest 
that each engagement strategy ultimately takes a different path to influence behavioral intention. 
 
Our findings suggest that partnering affects brand trust and behavioral intention indirectly by 
first influencing the consumer’s more cognitive identification with a retailer. Partnering provides 
a means of directly influencing perceptions of the self and seems to aid in the generation of a 
need to reciprocate on behalf of consumers through a stronger identification with the partnering 
group. It also appears that partnering helps the retailer to become a “part of the community,” as 
opposed to an outside organization. This finding is similar to effects found by Arnold et al. 
(2013) in relation to a retailer acting to socialize members of a community, as well as provide 
mutual support (strengthening consumer loyalty and a willingness to pay more for a retailer’s 
merchandise). Perhaps such a sense of identification with the retailer is due to the greater level of 
commitment demonstrated by the retailer when compared to simply donating cash through 
philanthropy (i.e., the transformational, as opposed to transactional, nature of the strategic 
relationship). 
 
On the other hand, partnering did not influence more affective purchase satisfaction reactions. 
With a partnership, both the retailer and the community benefit from the relationship. The 
retailer’s engagement may be viewed as being motivated by self-interest, which could abate the 
otherwise positive feelings of customers toward the retailer’s engagement initiative (Sen and 
Bhattacharya 2006). Also, considering the commitment on behalf of the retailer to future 
interactions with the community, it may be that the customer directs more attention to the 
ongoing relationship between the retailer and community, rather than focusing on retrospective 
evaluations of past purchase transactions. 
 
Our findings also suggest that philanthropy has a significant mediated influence on brand trust 
and behavioral intentions via the more affective purchase satisfaction of consumers. Philanthropy 
seems to generate positive effects in relation to transaction-linked evaluations of a retailer such 
as purchase satisfaction. It seems that knowing that a retailer provided economic support to a 
community organization may help to reinforce the notion that the retailer is good, or simply 
alleviate any potential purchase dissonance because of the donation. CSR research suggests that 
the retailer’s donation is perceived as a source of value to the consumer. When consumers 
become aware of these contributions, their perception of the benefits received from prior 
purchases with the retailer goes up, resulting in improved satisfaction reactions (Peloza and 
Shang 2011). 
 
However, philanthropy did not generate greater levels of more cognitively based identification 
toward the retailer. Philanthropy, as a transactional form of engagement, does not require the 
retailer to make any long-term commitments to the consumer’s community. With the absence of 
an ongoing relational commitment, philanthropy does not appear to convey effectively similarity 
and overlap to the consumer. Thus, when retailers only engage in philanthropy, customers are 
not likely to view the retailer a part of the in-group (i.e., a valued member of the community). 
This may be especially true in situations like the present context, where the retailer does not 
share a geographical location with the community. 
 
Finally, our moderation analyses suggest that community engagement strategies can have the 
effect of building a more relational orientation among consumers, shifting a focus to one of the 
cornerstones of any good relationship (i.e., trust), while also deemphasizing the simple 
transactional components of a relationship (i.e., purchase). Interestingly, we found that the 
combination of the two engagement strategies in our study—rather than the use of either strategy 
in isolation—produced this relational effect. Since consumers may have a tendency to view 
engagement efforts a bit skeptically (Forehand and Grier 2003), using both partnership and 
philanthropy in combination may have helped to overcome some the weaknesses of either 
strategy. For example, philanthropy is better than partnership at conveying that the retailer’s 
motives are somewhat altruistic (Seitanidi and Ryan 2007), while partnership is better than 
philanthropy at conveying the retailer’s long-term commitment (Bowen et al. 2010). It may be 
that both of these messages must be communicated well in order for community members to 
begin behaving relationally as a consequence of engagement efforts. 
 
In addition, our study is among the first to investigate the effects of engagement strategies using 
a sample of customers with past purchase experiences. Previous work on community 
engagement has been conducted mainly in lab settings with subjects in hypothetical situations. 
Our study further contributes a new perspective to the marketing literature on community 
engagement by testing these influences in a nontraditional retail context where the community is 




The findings of this field study suggest that retailers can, indeed, leverage consumers’ 
preexisting identification with a community-oriented organization through engagement strategies 
with that organization. This discovery is great news for retailers with target consumers who are 
affiliated with a community. Instead of exhausting promotional funds on traditional advertising, 
retailers can consider allocating these resources to focused community engagement efforts 
instead. However, community engagement should not be viewed as a “one size fits all” strategy. 
Managers should take their organizational objectives into account before initiating a specific 
community engagement effort. 
 
Our results suggest that philanthropy directly impacts purchase satisfaction, a transactional and 
affective customer reaction. Armed with this information, retailers that have a need to improve in 
these areas should consider engaging in targeted philanthropic activities. For example, if a 
retailer finds itself lagging behind a competitor in terms of satisfaction, philanthropy directed at 
community organizations overlapping with segments of its customer base could be an effective 
strategy to gain some ground on this metric. The good news is that the amount of philanthropy 
need not be an extraordinary amount ($5,000 in our study), as long as the consumers perceive 
genuine goodwill from the retailer. In addition, our findings also indicate that partnership 
directly influences retailer identification, a forward looking and cognitive customer reaction. 
Thus, retailers that have long-term communication goals should be more inclined toward 
partnerships with community organizations overlapping with segments of its customer base. 
However, since partnerships require retailers to allocate more resources to the effort, the firm 
must be selective when utilizing this engagement strategy. 
 
Along these lines, the findings also suggest that if promotional funds are limited, a retailer needs 
to be realistic about its relationship with target consumers to ensure a more effective allocation 
of promotional dollars. If the nature of the relationship is more superficial (e.g., related to 
products and/or services that are less likely to be linked with self-identity—paper towels, 
dishware, etc.), expending greater time and energy on partnering ventures may yield limited 
results. The superficial nature of the relationship may indicate that simply donating in a logical, 
transparent manner may be an appropriate community-enhancing strategy. On the other hand, if 
identification is already strong (e.g., products/services that link with self-identity—publicly 
consumed items), then investing more heavily through partnering efforts appears logical. In an 
ideal situation, of course, if funding allows, then the results of the current study suggest there are 
benefits from investing in both forms of community enhancement. 
 
Consistent with this outcome, our finding that partnering and philanthropy interact to minimize 
the effect of purchase satisfaction upon behavioral intentions, while strengthening the effect of 
brand trust on behavioral intentions, suggests that utilizing multiple engagement strategies has 
synergistic potential. If a retailer desires to cultivate a relationship with a particularly valuable 
community, it may be well worth the investment to apply both strategies because they convey 
differential and compatible information to consumers. The use of both strategies can signal that 
the retailer has both goodwill and a long-term commitment to the community. The result is that 
customer behavior becomes more relational, increasingly dependent on who the customer 
perceives the retailer to be (i.e., brand trust) and less dependent on the retailer’s transactional 
performance (i.e., purchase satisfaction). This shift is tremendously beneficial, since the retail 
brand is a more stable, harder-to-copy competitive advantage than transactional performance. 
 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
Although the results provide an interesting foundation upon which to build future community 
engagement research, the results should be interpreted cautiously, considering that the sample 
was comprised entirely of female consumers (an outcome of partnering with a female 
community organization) that were highly educated. It is difficult to determine whether these 
characteristics may have affected the study results. Some research suggests that females are more 
favorable to CSR activities (Ross, Pateterson, and Stutts 1992). On the other hand, highly 
educated consumers are generally presumed to be more skeptical of marketing activities 
(Obermiller and Spangenber 1998). Thus, the results of this study can most confidently be 
applied to this particular segment of the population. Further research investigating the effect of 
partnership and philanthropy efforts toward consumer membership groups should be conducted 
using samples that are more demographically diverse. Also, the present study surveyed the 
customer base of a small privately owned retailer selling a limited product line. Thus, it would be 
interesting to see if customer response patterns are similar when larger entities are involved. 
Future studies may also consider perceptions of company motives, as this may be an important 
consideration when consumers evaluate a company’s philanthropic effort. 
 
Future research may also investigate the effects proposed here in a more tightly controlled 
experimental setting. While a benefit of the current study is that the investigation features real 
consumers and the actual community engagement strategies in use by a retailer, an experimental 
setting would allow finer manipulation of the philanthropic or partnership strategy. For example, 
differing amounts of philanthropic donation and differing kinds of partnerships might be 
investigated. Another limitation is that we did not assess the fit between the retailer and the cause 
in this study, a variable that could influence how consumers viewed the retailer’s engagement 
efforts (Becker-Olsen, Cudmore, and Hill 2006; Nan and Heo 2007). Future studies should 
manipulate the fit of community engagement strategies when applying more tightly controlled 
experimental designs. 
 
Community engagement strategies beyond philanthropy and partnership should also be 
considered in future studies. For example, Seitanidi and Ryan (2007) categorize sponsorships as 
an intermediate stage between the two extremes, and research suggests that consumer 
identification with a sponsored organization positively relates to the purchasing behavior of 
consumers (Cornwell and Coote 2005). Given the demonstrated synergistic effects of 
philanthropy and partnership, it is important to understand the implications of using other 
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The wording appearing in brackets has been modified to protect the identities of the retailer and 
the organization. An effort has been made to reword the statements in such a way that the basic 
ideas remain the same. 
 
Promotional Message 1: Control 
 
This survey is being cosponsored by [Retailer]. The mission of [Retailer] is to be the consumer’s 
first and only choice for [specific types of social organizations] apparel and accessories. 
[Retailer] prides itself on [quality] that rivals most [high-end apparel] brands. 
 
Promotional Message 2: Partnership 
 
This survey is being cosponsored by [Retailer]. The mission of [Retailer] is to be the consumer’s 
first and only choice for [specific types of social organizations] apparel and accessories. 
[Retailer] prides itself on [quality] that rivals most [high-end apparel] brands. [Retailer] was 
selected by [Organization] to provide [exclusive merchandise for an anniversary celebration]. 
[Retailer] has also formed a recent partnership with [Organization] to assist the organization in 
developing a line of clothing to be released in fall 20XX. 
 
Promotional Message 3: Philanthropy 
 
This survey is being cosponsored by [Retailer]. The mission of [Retailer] is to be the consumer’s 
first and only choice for [specific types of social organizations] apparel and accessories. 
[Retailer] prides itself on [quality] that rivals most [high-end apparel] brands. In 20XX [Retailer] 
made a donation of $5,000 to [nonprofit foundation managed by the organization] to assist with 
its mission of promoting lifelong learning. 
 
Promotional Message 4: Partnership and Philanthropy 
 
This survey is being cosponsored by [Retailer]. The mission of [Retailer] is to be the consumer’s 
first and only choice for [specific type of social organizations] apparel and accessories. [Retailer] 
prides itself on [quality] that rivals most [high-end apparel] brands. [Retailer] was selected by 
[organization] to provide [exclusive merchandise for an anniversary celebration]. [Retailer] has 
also formed a recent partnership with [organization] to assist the organization in developing a 
line of clothing to be released in fall 20XX. In 20XX [Retailer] made a donation of $5,000 to 
[nonprofit foundation managed by the organization] to assist with its mission of promoting 
lifelong learning. 
